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The English have always re-fashioned Italy in ways which pleased them, or which they could 

exploit either for sensation, or as a covert way of portraying their own corrupt underbelly. 

Values which Italians held dear could be inverted with a clear conscience, as long as solid 

English profit was to be made by doing so. Thus, for Christopher Marlow in The Jew of 

Malta, the distinguished Italian prose-stylist Niccolò Machiavelli was simply “MacEvil”; for 

Shakespeare’s Richard of Gloucester, he was a murderous but amateur fellow to be “set to 

school” by a true English professional. A Jacobean revenge tragedy could not cast such a long 

shadow over the court of James I, if it were not set in Italy: imagine The White Devil set in 

Holland. For pre-romantics like Anne Radcliffe or Horace Walpole too, Italy was a place in 

writing of which things at which you could only hint when writing of your native land could 

be shown in all their accurate, lurid colouring. Italy was, for the pre-romantics, a Freudian 

nightmare, un paradiso abitato dai diavoli (Cavaliero pp.39, 138). The approach was most 

hypocritical, for a country like England, where the footpad’s bludgeon was wielded so often, 

was not well-placed to sneer at the imagined ubiquity, in Italy, of the stiletto. 

 Did the “Romantics” do the verifiable Italy any greater justice? Roderick Cavaliero’s 

book tries to assess what success they had. In doing so he uncovers many facts of which I’d 

not been aware, and makes several assertions which I’d query. 

 The book is a storehouse of learned detail. I learned much about Sismondi’s history of the 

Italian Republics (pp.62-3), about Cary’s translation of Dante (pp.67-8), and about Roscoe’s 

lives of Lorenzo the Magnificent and of Leo X (pp.96-8). I hadn’t realised that Keats was, 

when he arrived in Rome, undergoing mercury treatment (pp.26-7), consequence perhaps of 

an encounter with “A real woman, lineal indeed / From Pyrrha’s pebbles or old Adam’s 

seed”. I hadn’t realised that the Neapolitan adventurer Tommaso Masaniello was the hero of 

Auber’s opera La Muette dei Portici: all I’d known was that the heroine jumped into 

Vesuvius at the final curtain. Cavaliero makes instructive play (pp.109-12) with the contrast 

between Landor, who went to Italy and nearly despaired of it, and Peacock, who revered the 

place in an amateur way, while staying at home. He’s very good, too, on the way the Bourbon 

state of Naples, The Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, “never seemed to the English to be 

properly Italian” (p.142), with its wet-nurses suckling rich women’s lapdogs, its Arabic-

sounding dialect, its brigands, and its enthusiastic relic-worshipping. 

 However, I hadn’t realised that Quentin Durward had been translated into French as early 

as 1816 (p.100). As it wasn’t published in English until 1823, I’m still not certain that it was 

so translated. I’m not certain that the hero of I Promessi Sposi is morally at the same level as 

his tormentors (p.93: others – Italians, too – disagree with me). I’m not sure that Byron’s Don 

Juan was ever threatened with crucifixion (p.90). And I’d query the phrasing at “Byron also 

managed to obtain a copy of Casti’s Novelle Galanti”: we know where and from whom he got 

the volumes – it was from Major Pryce Gordon, who’d shown him over the field of Waterloo. 

I’ve never heard that Byron once saw “a decapitated corpse on the Giant’s Stairway in the 

Doge’s Palace” (p.133): though he did see one in Constantinople, and watched a guillotining 

in Rome. Cavaliero tells us on p.100 that “Before Scott, plots for opera had been largely taken 

from the works of the Viennese ‘Caesarian’ poet, Pietro Metastasio”: but this large statement 

has already been countered by his reference to the much livelier librettist Lorenzo da Ponte, 

on p.87. Byron did not write a Lament for Tasso (pp.39,70): he wrote The Lament of Tasso. 

 It’s not clear to me that Felicia Hemans showed “an extensive acquaintance with the 

pinnacles of classical and Renaissance art” in The Restoration of the Works of Art to Italy 

(p.102): I find no detail anywhere in that empty, opportunist poem that convinces me she’s 

seen even an imitation of any of the works she affects to discuss. 
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 I’ve never heard Wormwood Scrubs described, even by implication, as one of several 

“dreadful instruments of state terror” (p.135): the phrase is too flattering. 

 I’m not convinced by the (my italics) “almost uncanny set of shared experiences” which 

Cavaliero would have us see between Keats and Leopardi. Among other problems, I hope 

Pietro Giordani would have made Leopardi self-conscious about writing a line in Italian 

resembling “An endless fountain of immortal drink” (p.118): it’s clear Leigh Hunt didn’t 

instil the same self-critical faculty in Keats. 

 The book skates rapidly over a large territory, and loses important details in the need to 

simplify. It wasn’t, for instance, just Leigh Hunt’s usher who called Italian a bastard of Latin: 

it was Byron, in Beppo. There is a vital differentiation to be made between Manfred’s end and 

that of Mozart’s Don Giovanni (p.84) – the latter goes to hell; the former doesn’t. 

 Cavaliero loses his thread from time to time, in fascinating digressions. One of his best 

chapters is the ninth – with an amusing picture, not credited, of Nicolai Gedda (p.159). The 

chapter concerns the banditti and brigands (not the same), of southern Italy, and is written 

with wit and inwardness, but is only now and then about the English reaction to Italy. It tells 

us, for example, that Ruskin, down south in the 1840s, expected to find bandits, but found 

none. It goes into a long description of the plot of Auber’s Fra Diavolo (the reason for the 

picture of Gedda), before admitting that the opera isn’t anything like the historical reality. 

There’s a description of an act of bravery on the part of Maria Graham – but she demonstrated 

her bravery in Rio de Janeiro. 

 Of greater relevance than it’s given here is the tale of Berlioz, also looking for a bandit 

without success (p.164). The fourth movement of his Harold in Italy is called Orgie de 

Brigands, and it’s interesting to see that not only does the work have nothing to do with either 

Byron or Harold (as we know), but that even the brigand movement is based on no personal 

encounters, still less participation in brigand-orgying, on Berlioz’s part. Brigands, being pro-

Papal, hated liberals anyway; so Byron, claimed by Berlioz to have inspired his Byronic 

symphony, could well have been assassinated by a gang of them, even as Berlioz was 

composing his supposedly Byronic brigand movement. 

 The portrait of Richard Church is this chapter is excellent: worth mentioning might have 

been the role his Corsican Rangers took in the capture of the Ionian Islands in 1809 – a feat in 

the wake of which sailed the two innocents, J.C.Hobhouse and Lord Byron. 

 Byron comes off unnecessarily badly in Cavaliero’s pages: at five feet eight-and-a-half, 

he wasn’t “short,” for one thing (p.82). No other writer lived so completely in Italy – certainly 

not Keats or Shelley. Byron even wrote some poems in Italian, which they never did (though 

Shelley’s Italian prose is good). In Milan, Byron met and was courted by every important 

writer, and made to feel that he was not the literary / sexual circus-freak that he was, and 

despised himself for being, in London, but an important writer with an international 

reputation, a colossal influence already, and a front-line role in post-Vienna Europe. The 

fourth Canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage was only so entitled by reflex, for Harold isn’t in 

it: Michele Leoni, when he translated it, called it Italia; and it was considered so powerful and 

subversive a depiction of the place that the Austrians banned his translation. 

 Going to bed with half the female population of Venice was no mere seeking after tourist 

thrill on Byron’s part. He needed to shed his Englishness, and, in Venice, this sort of thing 

was what you did. Of course, he had the money to do so – but that doesn’t weaken the motive: 

and even so, the Venetian clap he caught was the first he’d never had to pay for. In Ravenna, 

when they learned that he was to be expelled, the town’s indigents sent two letters to the 

Papal establishment there, afraid of losing his bounty, and begging for the decree to be 

reversed. And yet Byron was on good terms with that same Papal establishment. His carpets 

were hung out over the balconies during their processions – even though on other days they 

victimised his servants, and their bravoes tried to overturn his carriages. Luigi dal Pinto, chief 

of the papal Police, shot outside the Palazzo Guiccioli, died inside, on Fletcher’s bed. Byron – 

who received a discreet thanks from the establishment – provided for the dead man’s family. 

He became as true a Ravenna-ese as he had become a true Venetian; he was all Ravenna 

things to all Ravenna people. Sleeping with the wife of one of the town’s leading citizens, in 
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that citizen’s home, with what was perceived as that citizen’s complacency, gave him a social 

advantage few other English visitors gained in any other place at any other time. 

 It was when he got to Pisa, and found himself surrounded with amateur English 

Italophiles of the kind Cavaliero mostly describes, that he lost contact with Italian society. His 

disillusion with the Ravenna Carbonari helped. To have a casual attitude to sex was one thing, 

but in insurrectionary politics, English standards – the standards of Algernon Sidney – applied 

still. 

 I’d go further. Byron didn’t know what life was like until he came to Venice. He didn’t 

know what it was to be a human being. Making love daily, or twice-daily, or thrice-daily, or 

four times daily, to Marianna Segati in the Frezzeria (“I’ve known the absent wronged four 

times a day”), brought him face to face (to coin a phrase), with a free, uninhibited female 

sexual appetite for the first time ever – English whores and ladies (same thing, he’d say), 

were never as frank and happy as this. And if the Angelus sounded, during the adulterous act, 

to remind the woman of her Christian obligation – why, she just crossed herself, and 

continued the adulterous act. Morality and immorality (whatever those were), existed happily 

side by side, parallel but never intersecting. Byron didn’t “claim an exemption from the usual 

laws of sexual behaviour” (p.86): in Italy, these were the usual laws. Not even Caroline 

Cameron had got it together with such success – and Claire Claremont brought a weight of 

Godwinian ideology, “Otaheite” philosophising, which was oppressive. 

 An episode which isn’t given its due weight is the circumcision party which Byron, Monk 

Lewis and Hobhouse attended at La Mira in 1817. He refers to it as “the circumcision of a 

suckling Shylock” – but it had made a deep impression, which his glib alliteration hides. 

Hobhouse, the sturdy Brit, was shocked by many aspects of the event. His own landlord’s 

daughters (whose friendliness he found a bit alarming anyway), were present! And they 

weren’t even Jewish! The young working-class blades he saw on the street in the morning 

were invited to this ritual in the afternoon! Christians and Jews, proles, bourgeois, and 

aristocrats, were all chatting in the same room! You couldn’t tell when the party stopped and 

when the religious matters (supposedly) started! Not a woman there but could have explained 

what was going on! It wasn’t at all like Holland House, or Piccadilly Terrace, or even the 

Villa Diodati. But it was, for Byron, a new picture of life – and from it came the teeming, 

undistinguishing lists of Beppo, and from Beppo came Don Juan. Cavaliero’s parallel 

between Beppo and the TV commercial (“Just one cornetto!”) seems to me in need of 

reconsideration, as does his parallel between Don Juan II and The Blue Lagoon (p.90); and 

there’s no more “three in a bed” implication at the climax of Beppo than there is between 

Juan, Julia, and Antonia in Don Juan I (p. 89). Cavaliero is not a good reader of Byron, who 

needs looking at with greater care if we’re to study the impact of Italy on the English, and its 

literary exploitation by them in return. 


